CHAPTER II
THE BEGINNINGS OF THE BRITISH ARMY, 55 B.C. TO A.D. 1660
I. the early and medieval armies, 55 b.c, to a.d. 1642
for the purposes of this book it seems needless to touch at
any great length upon the earliest armed forces in these islands,
It would serve no useful end to dwell upon the fortunes of the
Celtic warriors who, half armed and undisciplined as they were,
none the less put up no discreditable opposition to the trained
veterans of Rome, led by the first of Roman generals, or upon
the Anglo-Saxon pirates who, after the departure of the legions
from the shores of the province of Britain, set foot on and
gradually overran the whole island, carving out a new heritage
for themselves with spear and sword. Later, in the ninth
century the Norsemen descended like a plague of locusts upon
the north-west of Europe, menacing with pillage and massacre
every human habitation and being within striking distance
of the coast or of the course of the great rivers. Our British
kings were therefore compelled to secure the safety of their
dominions by some more reliable means than the spasmodic
and unorganised efforts of local populations mustered hurriedly
in arms at the first news of danger. Accordingly they raised a
force of heavy armed feudal infantry liable for service on the
basis of land tenure; and this force supplied the bulk of the
armies which, under Alfred the Great, threw back in decisive
defeat the hosts of the Danes. The peril, however, was averted
only for a century, when the enemy returned in greater force
0nd better organised than ever before, and so successful was
he that in a few years a Danish king, Canute, ascended the
throne of England, and his house held it for a generation.
Canute's house carles, a personal bodyguard of trained
mercenaries, may be regarded as the first germ of our standing
army; they formed the kernel and mainstay of those armies
which consolidated his rule from Forth to Channel; they were
maintained after the extinction of the Danish line by the
succeeding Saxon monarchs, and in 1066, on the ridge at
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